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Cracroft: The Gentle Blasphemer: Mark Twain, Holy Scripture, and the Book o

the gentle

blasphemer
mark twain holy scripture
and the book of mormon
RICHARD

H

CRACROFT

chapter sixteen of mark twain s roughing it begins all
men have heard of the mormon bible but few except the
elect have seen it or at least taken the trouble to read it 1
cormons have heard of twain s caustic burconversely all mormons
lesque on the book of mormon but none seems to have taken
the trouble to demonstrate to gentiles that twain was obviously one of the multitude who had not read the book indeed
the four chapters in roughing it 1872 devoted to the mor
mons and their golden bible continue to evoke hilarity from
latter day saints not only because of the burlesque on sacred
mormon institutions of which twain was understandably but
appallingly ignorant but also because of the amusingly evident
fact that if twain read the book of mormon at all it was in
the same manner that tom sawyer won the sunday school
bible contest by cheating
doean t really matter either the fact that twain
but it doesn
for
misunderstood mormon life or the mormon bible
twain was above all a humorist and therefore dependent upon
the immediate response of his generally american audience
an audience which had preformed and thus very exploitable
mormons and their peculiar institutions
judgments about the cormons
he knew that irreverence or at least a humor which says
pascal covici presents a solemn association in a context that
dr cracroft is an assistant professor of english at brigham young university
I1

11

A specialist in transcendentalism twain hawthorne and the american west
he is author of numerous articles in the american west american quarterly
modern fiction studies utah historical quarterly dialogue the carpenter
and BYU studies
coughing it new york 1959 p 110 hereafter RI
roughing

119

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1971

1

BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 11, Iss. 2 [1971], Art. 2

120
is ridiculous and insignficant
leant
insignificant
insigneleani
insignf

A

122

is a dependable device for

setting up that necessary and fruitful tension which henry
nash smith has called two ways of viewing the world
the tension between the genteel and the vernacular 3
this tension a ridiculous and ridiculing mixture of the sublime and the profane is the key to mark twain s treatment
not only of the book of mormon but other sacred writings as
well twain reveled in treating the solemn immutable splendor of the sacred books of the western and eastern worlds
with a flippant and for some shocking earthiness in dealing
democratically with the holy bible the apochryphal
apocbryphal new
testament the koran the institutes of menu science and
health with key to the scriptures and the book of mormon
twain demonstrated that he was an iconoclast with a twinkle
in his eye
MARK TWAIN AND THE BIBLE

mark twain knew the sacred awe which americans in
general then held for the holy bible As a youth he was like
huck and tom thoroughly exposed to the calvinistic interpretation of the bible a pious milieu and devout friends all of
which vigorously cooperated to make young sam clemens
familiar with god s word the effect of such early learning
never wore off and twain s writings notes minnie brashear
reveal a knowledge of the bible that would have come only
from early and prolonged exposure to the sacred book 4 professor henry A pochamnn has counted 124 direct allusions to
specific scriptures and professor robert rees in his dissertation claims that there is scarcely a chapter an essay or sketch
in twain s writing that does not contain a bible allusion 5
but twain s love for the holy bible is enigmatic janet
brown in mark twain on the damned
dainned human race claims
that since bunyan nobody in english letters has known or
rascal
rascai covici
covid jr mark kwains
twains humor dallas 1962
henry nash smith mark twain the development

p 118
of a writer

cam-

bridge mass 1962 p 2
minnie M brashear mark twain son ofmissouri
of missouri chapel hill 1934
p 207
robert A rees mark twain and the bible characters who use the
bible and biblical characters
unpubl
un publ diss university of wisconsin 1966
vil note that during the publication of this artl
pp
ap vi vii
cie
cle a book mark twain
article
arti
and the bible by allison ensor lexington university of kentucky press 1969
appeared the book explores twain s treatment of the bible in depth affirming
many of rees findings
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loved the bible better than mark twain 6 while rees insists
that some of his later writing might tempt one to say that no
one in english letters has hated the bible more than twain 7
it becomes apparent on close reading that twain did both he
respected the bible yet increasingly grew to disbelieve in its
divinity in the innocents abroad for example he clearly differentiated himself from the pilgrims or believers as they traveled about the holy land and by the time he married olivia
langdon he was outspoken in his disbelief for a time he supported livy in her desire to base their marriage on christian
principles which included daily bible readings but this did
not last long A few months of regular bible hours provided
too much piety for twain and he told her

you may keep this up

if you want to but 1I must ask

you to excuse me from it it is making me a hypocrite 1I don t
believe in the bible it contradicts my reason I1 can t sit here
is
and listen to it letting you feel 1I believe
it

the word of god

8

As he grew older twain s philosophy of life became increa singly pessimistic and he moved from simple disbelief to
creasingly
an unreserved waspishness by 1887 he was writing in his
notebook such statements as 1 I believe that the old and new
testament were imagined and written by man that no line in
them was authorized by god much less inspired by him 9
and stronger god so atrocious in the old testament and
bekyl and hyde of sacred roattractive in the new the jekyl
mance 10 this changed attitude is seen in his later works and
notebooks the bible absurdity of the almighty s only six
days building the universe and then fooling away twentyfive
twenty five
years building a tow head on the mississippi 11 is a typical
example of the jabs the older twain was taking at the sacred
book of his youth in letters from the earth twain s humanized satan writes of the bible to st michael and st gabriel
it is full of interest it has noble poetry in it and some clever
janet brown ed new york 1962 p 52
32
rees
ees p 199
albert bigelow paine mark twain A biography
1I

new york

411

quoted in phillip
1958

S

foner

mark twain

social critic

1912

new york

p 132

quoted in william CS pellowe mark twain pilgrim from hannibal
hannihal
new york 1945 p 151
quoted in pellowe p 161
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fables and some blood drenched history and some good
morals and a wealth of obscenity and upwards of a thousand
12
lies 112
such antipathy is apparently a long distance from the
good natured irreverence of the innocents abroad
yet despite this steadily evolving change in attitude twain
rees rightly insists never escaped the challenge of the bible
either in his life or in his art 13 but after all escape was unnecessary for regardless of twain s own attitude toward the
holy bible he recognized that the scripture was a touchstone
of culture and therefore a source of humor for example
pre figured in
twain s treatment of the book of mormon is prefigured
this passage from the innocents abroad 1869 written some
three years before he published roughing it twain tells of a
pilgrim from the quaker city telling jack van nostrand the
ed traveler
turned
salty westerner turn

here are the fords of the jordan

at

a monumental place

moses brought the children of israel
the desert after forty years and brought them
through
is the scene of what
to this spot safe and sound there
moses did

this very point

and jack said
oh he says

moses who

jack you ought not to ask that moses the
great lawgiver moses the great patriot moses the great
warrior moses the great guide who as I1 tell you brought
these people through these three hundred miles of sand in
forty years and landed them all safe and sound
nothin
there s bothin

in that three hundred miles in
40 years ben holliday stagecoach
stage coach driver would have
snaked em through in 36 hours 14

jack said

A similar instance is seen in the little known book
sawyer abroad where jim huck and tom visit egypt

tom

and when jim got

so he could believe it was the land of
ile wouldnt
lle
wouldn t enter it standing up
egypt he was looking at lie
he
but got down on his knees and took off his hat because he
said it gasn
wasn t fittin for a humble poor nigger to come any
other way where such men had been as moses and joseph
and pharaoh and the other prophets he was a presbyterian
12

12letters
letters

from the earth ed bernard devoto new york 1962

arees
rees p 3
irees
mark twains
kwains speeches ed albert bigelow paine
p

p 20

new york

1935

273
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and had a most deep respect for moses who was a presbyterian too he said 15

such humor depends heavily upon the reader s familiarity with
the holy bible and twain knew his reader
thus twain s works abound with humorous references to
titles phraseology allusions and characters all vastly more
appealing to the american public than the elevated language
and material urged upon twain by some of his sophisticated
friends at nook farm such titles as daniel in the lion s
den and out again all right extracts from methuselah s
diary
letter to satan eve s diary adam s diary and
many others depend upon evoking serious images in the reader s
mind images which are immediately startled by their profane
use in twain s context likewise his use of biblical phrases
realms of bliss and noble
ranging from supplication
fold16 reveal
foid
souls to spiritual darkness and thousand fold
his habit of dropping into biblical language and biblical
rhythms a device he would use until the end of his days 17
As with the use of phrases and titles twain s biblical allusions are powerful because they create ludicrous incongruities
between the humdrum and the sacred this is evident in
twain s treatment of a stockbroker s chances of salvation in
daniel in the lion s den and out again all right
11

am of the opinion that a broker can be saved
lazarus
was raised from the dead the five thousand were fed with
twelve loaves of bread the water was turned into wine the
israelites crossed the red sea dryshod and a broker can be
saved true the angel that accomplishes the task may require
all eternity to rest himself in 18s
1I

he

often turns to the ignorant blasphemer to enrich his
allusions the supposedly naive persona of the innocents
valn for the pillar of salt which was once lot s
ibroad
atroad looks in vain
abroad
inroad
stroad
wife 19 and jack van nostrand in the same book spends
much of a scorching afternoon observing a turtle in order to
tings
wirr lings
the writings

twain in the author s national edition 25 vols
vols
vois
ols new york 1869
1909
20116
18691909
ois
log passim
106
ap 105
letters from the earth pp
103
103106
105106
gladys C bellamy mark twain as a literary artist norman oklahoma
of mark

p 109
log passim
106
ap 105
earth
barre pp
103
letters from the barte
103106
105106
innocents abroad in the writings of mark
1I A
af
after
ter IA
1950
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the voice of the turtle in the land and it is van
nostrand who supposedly says on learning the price of boat
hire on the sea of galilee
no wonder jesus walked
perhaps the most delightful of these ignorant blasphemers
rs are
blaspheme
the negroes in twain s works the most memorable of which
is jim whose argument about Soll
sollermun
ermun loaded as it is with
biblical allusions gone wild is one of the comical high points
in the adventures of huckleberry finn
As is evident in captain stormfield s gabriel in report
from paradise and satan in letters from the earth endowing
hallowed biblical figures with unhallowed human traits is another of twain s irreverent devices twain has his favorites
especially adam and eve who figure in A monument to
eve s diary and
adam the well known adam s diary
the papers of the adam family
but his most beloved
scriptural character and predictably so is satan for whom
he once told his uncomfortable sunday school teacher that he
had the highest respect 20
mark twain despite his shift from youthful belief to
good natured skepticism and finally to a bitter repudiation
but continued exploitation of the holy bible clearly recognized the bible s impact upon american culture and himself
and he depended heavily upon his reader s familiarity with the
book and upon his own ability to jolt the acquired sensibilities
of the reader by placing the conventional image of the biblical
figure or place in comic relationship to an earthy or
vernacular image the result is the universal delight which
led william dean howells to say that twain that master of
the familiar and the homespun was the sole incomparable
the lincoln of our literature 21
hear

ap 307309
307 309
in what is man and other essays new york 1917 pp
awilliam
2william
william dean howells my mark twain
awain new york 1910 p 101
twai
the importance of the bible to twain can be summarized in an anecdote told
by an english fri
end on a visit to twain s hotel room in london the visitor
friend
noticed an open bble
abble
bibie on the desk and asked twain if he had taken up a study
bible
1

of the scriptures

that s

that s

a good book

answered
ered with his odd drawl
anaw
twain answ

about the most interesting book I1 ever read joe twichell a person
over in connecticut recommended it to me and 1I have been more interested in
it than in any other book 1I have read for a long time you better read it yourself
it beats any novel or history or work of science that I1 have ever tackled it is
full of good stories and philosophy it suggests lots of ideas and there s news
in it 1I find things that 1I never heard of before did you ever know that the
1I discovered today that
english people were mentioned in the bible
christ spoke of the british people in the sermon on the mount and reaching
for the book he turned a page or two and read blessed are the meek for they
shall inherit the earth
quoted in pellowe p 202
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in turning for humor to other scriptural works including
the apochryphal new testament the koran and mary baker
G eddy s science and health with key to the scriptures as
well as the book of mormon twain and his audience are on
less familiar ground in dealing with these books he therefore
assumes the mantle of spokesman for the majority but his
handed his incredulity more
humor often becomes more heavy
heavyhanded
undisguised generally he is speaking now to and for the
confident enlightened nineteenth century american each certain of the truthfulness and rightness of his own religious beliefs and of the peculiarity and dubiousness of the claims of
any minority religion yet twain uses a number of the same
humorous devices applied so effectively in his handling of
biblical material again the result is often a breath of fresh
air blown through the pages of these writings old and new
HUMOROUS VIEWS ON OTHER

scriptures

in the apochryphal new testament for example which
he treats in the second half of the innocents abroad twain
discusses such books as the first gospel of the infancy of
jesus christ and the first epistle of clement to the corinthians writings which are little known even today among
christian laymen in discussing these books however twain
is squeamish aware that regardless of how preposterous some
of the tales surrounding jesus childhood may be he is nevertheless on precarious ground still he has some fun in discussing clement s epistle he cites the passage they carry
themselves high and as prudent men and though they are
fools yet would seem to be teachers adding that this scripture should be canonized as it so evidently prophetically
refers to the general run of congresses of the united states
274
IA 274.
however twain exhibits a lapse in his humor
which probably results from his hesitancy to step on ecclesiastical toes or kick sacred cows instead of ridiculing the apochry
phal books he selects passages which tax the reader s credulity
such as the tale in which the young jesus strikes a playmate
dead for ridiculing his speech or where jesus helps joseph in
miraculously stretching a throne which has been custom built
for herod but is two inches too narrow
with the koran however he is less cautious for he can
capitalize on the widespread distaste for islam throughout the
11
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western world and draw on the contrast between the idealized
images concerning the exotic near east and the unromantic
realities which confronted him while traveling among the followers of mohammed when told for example that muslims
cannot drink from wells and streams which christian visitors
have used and thus defiled twain is solaced by a chance
Mohamm edans repented
thought 1 I knew that except these mohammedans
they would go straight to perdition someday and they never
repent they never forsake their paganism this thought
IA 375
calmed me cheered me
373.
375.
373
575 at another point he says
Mohamm edans to drink and he
the koran does not permit mohammedans
cannot resist adding and their natural instincts do not permit
them to be moral he then attacks the sultan s having eight
hundred wives which almost amounts to bigamy it makes
our cheeks burn to see such a thing permitted here in turkey
IA 77.
we do not mind it so much in salt lake however JA
77
As he will later do with mormonism twain delights in
broad sides at sacred muslim institutions he has fun
shooting broadsides
with mohammed s famous remark made upon turning away
from ancient and revered damascus that man could enter but
and
one paradise and he preferred to go to the one above
then went away without entering its gates twain after visiting the city adds if 1I were to go to damascus again I1 would
camp on mohammed s hill about a week and then go away
there is no need to go inside the walls the prophet was wise
without knowing it when he decided not to go down into the
176 he continues this playful
IA 176.
paradise of damascus
irreverence in describing a visit to the stone from which mohammed allegedly ascended to heaven the angel gabriel
who happened by the merest good luck to be there and who
plays a key role in the koran I seized it at the time of the
ascension twain says very few people have a grip like
gabriel the prints of his monstrous fingers two inches deep
to day twain also points out that
are to be seen in that rock today
mohammed left his footprints in the solid stone 1 I should
shirks
judge that he wore about eighteens he smirks
his treatment of the hindu faith and the institutes of
menu or
or manu smriti and the other writings of the hindus
from the rg veda to the bhagavadgita
bhagavad gita is again as with the
koran less specifically oriented about the writings themselves
as about the customs in the second volume of following the
1
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mocks the endless hindu pilgrimages
around the sacred city of benares and concludes by noting that
all of the steps to salvation are worthless if the pilgrim should
die on the wrong side of the ganges for he would come to
irlife again in the form of an ass this sacred doctrine is ir
resistible for twain for the word ass was always a favorite of
his and he writes

equator

1897

twain

hindmo
the hindoo

has a childish and unreasonable aversion to
being turned into an ass it is hard to tell why one could
properly expect an ass to have an aversion to being turned
iose
hindmo one could understand that he could lose
into a hindoo
dignity by it also self respect and nine tenths of his intellihindmo changed into an ass wouldnt
wouldn t lose
gence but the hindoo
anything unless you count his religion and he would gain
ch release from his slavery to two million gods and
much
MU
cants and other
mendicants
twenty million priests fakeers holy mendi
hindmo hell he would
sacred bacilli he would escape the hindoo
also escape the hindoo
hindmo heaven there are advantages which
the hindoo
hindmo ought to consider then he should go over and
die on the other side of the ganges 22

however twain is full of qualified admiration for the
hindu faith and he makes this clear but admiration is not
generally the basis of humor and twain typically transforms
a serious discussion of a revered swami into mirth when he
obtains an interview with the swami who is twain stresses
a god during the interview twain gives the swami a copy of
huckleberry finn for 1 I thought it might rest him up a little
to mix it in along with his meditations on brahma for he
looked tired and 1I knew that if it dian
didn t do him any good it
FE 207209
wouldnt
wouldn t do him any harm
207 209
twain s sense
207209.
of the comic properly gauges the reader s delight at the audacity
of such a turnabout the obsequious eard
ailing
iling giving the god
earthling
something to read to rest him up thus twain once again
despite his respect for the institution itself finds a delightful
area in which to loose his powerful wit
VIEWS ON MRS

EDDY AND HER BOOK

although a similar kind of respect is generally accorded
mrs mary baker G eddy s science and health with key to
the scriptures 1875
twain s close examination of mrs
22

22following
following the

hereafter FE
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eddy

book is too often hampered by his thinly veiled waspish ness often funny the book is nevertheless uneven in its
ishness
approach for twain frequently strays from broad and delightful jabs into a mire of petty pickings through which the reader
soon grows weary of following the resulting book christian
science 1907 is a loose and chaotic compilation of several
articles which twain wrote about the movement 23 it deserves
little serious attention except in our present context of assessing twain s comic devices in the treatment of holy writ which
the adherents of christian science claim science and health
to be of especial interest is that the book echoes in its uneven
and often tasteless humor many of the devices which twain
had used years earlier in his less extensive and somewhat less
vitriolic treatment of the book of mormon
he wrote the articles on christian science as a disappointed
man who had turned hopefully to the movement in his search
for a satisfying intellectual answer to the problem of faith his
book is the impatient result of his disillusionment he predicts
however that in christian science will rise another monolithic
power comparable to the catholic church or standard oil
with all of their totalitarian evils a prediction which today
seems incredible twain is cynically critical of mrs eddy s
willingness to accept money for her church a willingness
which he refers to time after time in his half serious half
mocking analysis of science and health chuckling at the
church s claim that the book is the one spoken of in the book of
revelation he typically mixes the profane and the sublime to
speak in mock praise of
s

the

little book exposed in the sky eighteen centuries ago
by the flaming angel of the apocalypse and handed down in
our day to mrs mary baker G eddy of new hampshire
and translated by her word for word into english with
help of a polisher and now published and distributed in
hundreds of editions by her at a clear profit per volume
above cost of seven hundred percent a profit which distinctly belongs to the angel of the apocalypse and let him
collect it if he can CS 4546
46
45
4546.
christian science in

the writings

of mark twain vol 15 p 234
254 herei
cies
cles wr
after CS the book is comprised mainly of art
articles
written
aten
tten for cosmopolitan
christian science and the book of mrs eddy 27 fact
98 and
58598
foct 18891 585
harpers weekly mark twain and christian science 46 fdez
fdec 27 19021
arjan
2022 47 rjan
fjan 27 19031 145 note eddy s authorized ed
non
edition
don of science and
health with key to the scriptures boston 1874 1906 has been used in preparing this paper

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol11/iss2/2
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twain s professed admiration for the book and predictions
for its bright future are not in harmony with his feelings for
mrs eddy so he spends a great many pages attempting to
prove that a ghost writer and not mrs eddy wrote the book
an original but dubious claim
however in trying with mock sincerity to ascertain whether
god or mrs eddy wrote the book twain cites mrs eddy s
statement of january 1901 that
jic bluith
sic
luith
with
should blush to write of science and health jic
wita key
tic
sic
to the scriptures as 1I have were it of human origin and 1I
apart from god its author but as 1I was only a scribe echoing
the harmonies of heaven in divine metaphysic I1 cannot be
supermodest of the christian science textbook
42
text book CS 42.
1I

after projecting mrs eddy s evidence that the book was
indeed written by god twain feigns confusion by showing

that mrs eddy herself frequently claimed to be the book s
author he quotes her as saying when the demand for this
book increased
the copywright
copywright was infringed 1I entered a
suit at law and my copywright
comments
copy wright was protected
twain thus it is plain that she did not plead that the deity
was the verbal author for if she had done that she would
have lost her case as he chuckles no foreigner can acquire
CS 140.
140
copyright in the united states
had twain but
known he could earlier have made a similar case against joseph
smith the mormon prophet
twain sums up his case in mock confusion showing that
mrs eddy wrote the book but dian
didn t write the book after
reviewing additional statements by her concerning the book s
authorship twain again summarizes 1 mrs eddy furnished
the ideas and the language 2 god furnished the ideas and
the language
and he adds it is a great comfort to have
CS 143.
the matter authoritatively settled
143
145
but he groans
Is that it we shall never know for mrs eddy is liable to
CS 143.
testify again at any time
143
145
this mock confusion
this exaggeration and tearing from context should not offend
christian scientists for such piling on of mock evidence merely amuses though eventually wearies the reader
twain then spends twenty four pages weighing mrs eddy s
science and health style in the balance and finds it wantpre
prescience
ing citing several instances of bad poetry careless and am
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biguous
biduous sentences dangling and misplaced modifiers he conCS
cludes that her proofreader
proof reader should have been shot
119.
119
ilg one of his many illustrations of such faulty writing is
his spiritual noumenon and phenomenon silence portraiture
to this he responds
realize that noumenon is a daisy and 1I will not deny
that 1I shall use it whenever 1I am in the company which 1I
think 1I can embarrass with it but at the same time 1I think
it is out of place among friends in an autobiography
and you cannot silence portraiture with a noumenon if
portraiture should make a noise a way could be found to
silence it but even then it could not be done with a noumenon not even with a brick some authorities think CS
119 121
119121.
119121
1I

such humorous criticisms then are clear echoes of his treatment of the book of mormon thirty six years earlier in
christian science however twain s humor is not the lighthearted irreverence of his youth it is more juvenalian based
more on the carefully contrived piling on of exaggeration
sneering and pulling from context than on the quick sharp
but good humored jabs of his earlier writing jabs which made
mormons themselves so amusing though as
his treatment of cormons
shall be seen his treatment of mormon scripture was hardly
more successful
MARK TWAINS TREATMENT OF
THE BOOK OF MORMON IN CONTEXT

set in the context of his other assassinations of holy writ
and religious customs east and west mark twain s humorous
treatment of the book of mormon and the peculiarities of
latter day saint institutions becomes more meaningful
cormons were not strangers to twain hailcertainly the mormons
ing from hannibal missouri samuel L clemens was but three
years old when governor lilburn W boggs issued his infamous extermination order of october 27 1838 and though
he was then too young to understand the issues young sam
mormons throughout
must have heard a great deal about the cormons
his youth for the harassed saints settled in nauvoo illinois
only fifty miles upstream from the clemens hannibal home
the mormon migration westward along with mysterious tales
of canites
Da nites massacres and polygamy seem to have fired
danites

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol11/iss2/2
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as they fired the imaginations of most

nineteenth century americans
thus when he had occasion while enroute to carson city
in 1862 to visit the saints in their mecca on the great salt
nefarious
lake twain rejoiced at the opportunity to see the ne
farious
saints at firsthand and proposed tongue in cheek that he
might even institute a much needed reform among the poor
benighted souls the brief visit loosely recorded in chapters
12 through 17 in roughing it is a generally fictional account
mormons
which purports to describe conditions among the cormons
at that time and to analyze the book of mormon the sacred
book of the latter day saints having aroused the curiosity of
the reader twain appends to his book a long excerpt from
mrs C V waite
walte s entertaining book the mormon prophet
wahe
wake
and his harem a typical anti mormon history of theperiod
the period
in which mrs waite charges brigham young with ordering
among other atrocities the infamous mountain meadow massacre of 1857

mormons and their institreatment of the cormons
which he compiles contutions is delightful and the anecdotes whichhe
cerning brigham young and polygamy continue to delight
readers mormon and non mormon alike As a closer look
will demonstrate however his mock analysis of the book of
mormon is much more heavy
handed and uneven and twain
heavyhanded
encounters many of the same difficulties which he would conlater in writing of science and health
front thirty years caterin
laterin
readers of twain s burlesque analysis of the book of
mormon must constantly keep in mind as must readers of
christian science innocents abroad following the equator
that his intention is always
or virtually any of twain s works thathis
thethis
to make people laugh to achieve this end he wrenches from
context exaggerates misunderstands intentionally or unintentio
tionally
nally and distorts all of this in treating any scripture but
especially in treating the book of mormon is to exploit for
the sake of humor and the mormon question was a popular topic replete with highly humorous potential twain s typically funny irreverent and pseudo authoritative dismissal of
the book of mormon as a non vicious kind of hoax should
therefore be appreciated for what it is and not dismissed as
it is by some as a maliciously misguided attempt to write off
cormons and their book
the mormons

mark twain
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however twain s unfamiliarity with the book of mormon
his audience s unfamiliarity with the book and his obvious
strain in groping for humor in the book s content combined to
thwart his usual humorous soaring by pinning him to a book
which forced him first to educate his audience as to the nature
of the book then second to make fun of the material he had
just introduced this necessity of setting up his own target before he could fire at it caused twain to be unsteady in his
firing and uncertain in his aim and more misses than hits occur twain would face a similar problem in writing christian
science but the main difference is that in treating the mor
mons there is no veiled bitterness there is only a sense of real
or mock condescension
still in treating the book of mormon twain applies many
of his standard devices the same mock serious analysis the
same irreverent naughty boy or belch in the parlor kind of
roughshod humor so popular in nineteenth century america
and as was typical in his treatment of other sacred writings
in order to forestall coming to grips with the text of the book
itself twain spends four of the ten pages devoted to the book
of mormon in discussing extraneous material specifically the
non scriptural introduction to the book strangely or perhaps
nonscriptural
not so strangely twain fills the other six pages with two
pages of quotation from one chapter in the book of ether
one page of commentary on the same chapter one page of
quotation and commentary on two chapters from 1I nephi and
half a page on several well discussed verses on polygamy from
the book of jacob 22326
223 26 35 his haphazard use of four
relatively unimportant passages from only five chapters of the
book together with a complete lack of any controlling awareness of the book s total content as well as the glaring omission
of many possible humorous passages combine with numerous
errors to convince the man who has read the book of mormon
that twain has not he is again perpetrating one of his choice
mormons
Mor mons
literary hoaxes this time at the expense of the cormons
As has been demonstrated one of his favorite comic devices is sweeping a sentence from context and distorting it
through picking at the wording twain got no further than the
wherefore
title page itself which contains the statement
abridge ment of the people of
the book of mormon is an abridgement
hid up unto the
die lord
nephi
hid up says twain
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derisively is good and so is wherefore though why wherefore any other word would have answered as well though
in truth it would not have sounded so scriptural
111
RI 111.
such humorous quibbling prepares the innocent reader for further attacks and falsely strengthens his confidence in twain s
seemingly close reading of the text twain then moves three
or four pages further into the book still in the introduction
and reproduces the complete testimony of the three witnesses delightfully and irreverently mocking their claim that
an angel appeared showed them the plates and probably took
RI 111.
their receipt for it
111
he follows this with the
complete testimony of eight additional witnesses he ridicules
the wording of their declaration and lights perceptively on the
fact that the document is signed by eight witnesses comprised
of four whitmers
Whit mers three smiths and one lone outsider chuckles
whitters
twain 1 I could not feel more satisfied and at rest if the entire
RI 112
whitmer family had testified
113
112113.
this is good
112113
humor regardless of the tenderness of one s toes
now established in the reader s mind as an authority on
the book twain sets about undermining the book as merely
a prosy detail of imaginary history
RI 110 by exposing
its faults what follows is doubly funny to the latter day saint
and at least funny to the non mormon reader for twain in
every instance has purposely misread the book the mormon
reader like the christian science reader is comforted by
twain s clear lack of expertise so he is able to laugh not only
at twain s humor but at twain s often bumbling distortions
the non mormon can enjoy the humor on the level at which
twain introduces it as sheer burlesque
A closer look at a few of the errors in twain s gentle
mocking of the book again reveals twain s method in handling
scripture for example he turns to the passage in 1I nephi
in which nephi notes that the family of lehi used an instruhona in finding their directions while
Lla
ment called the lia
liahona
enroute from the old world to the new twain seizes on
this instrument as an anachronistic compass noting smugly
that the travelers appear to have had the advantage of noah
all the while ignoring the text s explanation that the so called
compass was a miraculously powered ball not a magnetic
compass which operated commensurate to the faith of the
travelers indeed a kind of new world pillar of fire

ili
iii

lii
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A similarly advantageous misreading occurs in his treatment
of the book of ether 152 twain introduces coriantumr
an ancient general who experiences the gotterdammerung
g&terdmnzerung of
his people ether writes of coriantumr at theend
the end of the final
theand
battle
there had been slain two millions of mighty men and
also their wives and children
say 5000000 or 6000000
in all adds twain
and he began to sorrow in his heart
smirks rip
unquestionably it was time twain shirks
117 here
RIY 117.
the author typically fails to note the facts that coriantumr
Corian turnr had
corianturnr
corlan
been cursed by god through the prophet ether to outlive his
people unless he repented prior to the battle not until the long
war has destroyed his people does coriantumr belatedly recall
the words of ether and humble himself before god the
actual scripture reads

rl

he

saw that there had been slain by the sword already nearly
two millions of his people and he began to sorrow in his
heart yea there had been slain two millions of mighty men
and also their wives and their children which I1 interpret
to be included among the two million slain he began to
repent of the evil which he had done he began to remember
the words which had been spoken by the mouth of all the
tAhey
they were filled thus far every
thatahey
prophets and he saw then that
tha
wit and his soul mourned and refused to be comforted

ether 152
1523
1523.
15233

unquestionably it was time for coriantumr to repent of his
sins but it is funnier the way twain reads it especially
when he adds the devastating comment that he understands it
was the most remarkable battle set forth in history except
perhaps that of the kilkenny cats which it resembles in some
RI 117.
117
respects
in an often clumsy attempt to fill pages typical of twain
at his worst he then devotes nearly two pages to a transcription of the grand battle described in the book of ether which
ends with ether s words and he went forth and beheld that
the words ofthe
of the lord had all been fulfilled and he finished
odthe
his record and the hundredth part 1I have not written drawls
twain whose taste was for more exciting stuff it seems a
pity he did not finish for after all his dreary former chapters
of common place he stopped just as he was in danger of becoming interesting
RI 119.
ilg
119 twain s humor again triumphs
over the facts for in the few pages of this so called commonplace book 1 1 god reveals himself physically to an ancient

ij
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jesus christ appears several hundred years before his birth
the jaredites
53
Jared ites a pre nephite emigrant
irke
like vessels 4 two major
submai
submarine
group cross the ocean in submaid
ine irge
wars are fought 5 an important king loses and regains his
nials the cureloms
cur eloms and cumoms
aninials
animals
throne and 6 curious ani
are introduced surely twain could have had fun with those
these commonplace events culminate in the massive
slaughter at the hill cumorah described by twain yet twain
calls the book of ether which contains thirty one of the most
exciting pages in the book of mormon dreary and common
place he could have done better than that
another error for humor s sake arises in his treatment of
1 nephi
mls
the first book in the book of mormon twain mis
takenly claims nephi
nephl
nepal finished his noah s ark actually a
very conventional ship in a single day the book contains no
specific mention of the time lapse but the textual implication
is clearly that it took some time at least enough for several
incidents of insubordination and for the young and sometimes
at least self righteous nephi to go frequently into the mount
to receive architectural instructions from the lord himself 1 I
nephi 17 18 another event which twain might have taken
advantage of
one of the grossest distortions however lies in twain s
obviously insecure and ambiguous treatment of 3 nephi
simply called the book of nephi by twain the book of 3
Nep hites following
nephl
nephi
nepal wherein jesus christ appears to the nephites
his resurrection is perhaps the most important single book in
the book of mormon during his brief stay among the
Nep hites jesus repeats the same gospel preached earlier to his
nephites
bestons his
followers in jerusalem he organizes a church and bestows
priesthood upon twelve disciples so unfamiliar is twain with
the book that he seems uncertain as to whether or not the
recount ings of christ s life in jeruepisodes are embellished recountings
serious misundersalem or new events among the nephites
Nep hites a serious
standing unenhanced by any attempt at humor to recapture
ite
he comments
his wavering confidence and evoke a bit of humor lie
on the conclusion of the ministering angels passage which
reads and they were in number about two thousand and five
hundred souls and they did consist of men women and
children
and what else would they be likely to consist of
he chuckles of course even here he depends heavily upon the

prophet
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reader s unfamiliarity with the text and upon his own superficial reading for the original passage is clearly stressing that
no one was excluded from christ s blessing a re emphasis of
the suffer the little children gesture of jesus while in jerusalem
doean t really matter other insignificant errors
though it doesn
abound for example twain enumerates the names of the

fifteen books comprising the book of mormon and mistakenly
includes among them the record of zeniff an account contained
in the book of mosiah while failing to include the fourth
book of nephi even his spoof on the book s redundant and
ubiquitous phrase and it came to pass is a typically inaccurate though delightful exaggeration twain claims that if
smith had left that out his bible would have been only a
1 RI
I
111
110
110111.
110111
pamphlet
this is a bit of humor which
survives the literalist s observation that foreign language editions of the book printed without the repetitive phrase still
run to more than five hundred pages pages filled incidentally with much more matter than twain manages in his chapter
on the book of mormon but far less amusing
so twain s desire to spring aboard a popular bandwagon
of anti mormon sentiment impels him to attack vigorously and
humorously a book which he has apparently not read but had
his animosity towards the latter day saints been really serious
he might have attempted a bonafide study of the book as he
did with mrs eddy s book in that case his chapter in roughing
it might have evolved into a more delightful and perhaps more
authoritative work but probably not for his shallow and often
clumsy groupings
gropings
gro pings while humorous are too crude too irrelevant he misses too many opportunities for far more
devastating jabs at the book opportunities which a competent
humorist such as twain must certainly have exploited had he
enjoyed any degree of familiarity with the book for example
a word he atsmouch ing
shouching
twain accuses joseph smith of smouching
tributes in a footnote to milton
the entire book from the
new testament and no credit given RI 119 and that
1 nephi is somehow
a plagiarism of the old testament
RI
but he fails to present any specific evidence his un115
familiarity with the book causes him to overlook several chaped from
smouched
ters in 1I nephi which have been literally smoucher
smouch
isaiah although credit is given as well as the meaty and
11
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exciting book of alma wherein alma and his companion have
adventures which are strikingly parallel to those of paul and
timothy and his confused treatment of 53 nephi ignores the
fact that many of christ s words to the nephites
Nep hites are verbatim
quotations from the new testament with no credit given
in addition although he does include the standard note about
the passages in jacob in which the lord forbids polygamy
twain ignores too many of the major books and too many of
the supposed flaws which critics who have read the book of
mormon have regularly delighted in pointing out since its first
publication in 1850
1830
still some of twain s dogmatic assertions about the book
are widely appreciated by modern mormon and gentile readers
alike his pronouncement that the book is such a pretentious
affair and yet so slow so sleepy such an insipid mess of inis universally
spiration it is chloroform in print
RI 110
quoted and some would claim not totally wrong and applicable in fact to any scripture 224 and twain s final assessment
of the book often quoted with obsequious condescension by
well meaning ministers who themselves may not wish to read
the book is phrased so as not to offend anti mormon sentiments yet provide at the same time a kind of innocuous sop to
the fair minded reader or the mormon deafened by twain s
loud rattling wagon of delight says twain clothed in his
spurious gown of authority the mormon bible is rather stupid
and tiresome to read but there is nothing vicious in its teachings its code of morals is unobjectionable
RI 119
ON MORMONS AND THEIR

PECULIAR

institutions

despite the author s distortions in treating the book of

mormon the reader cannot fail to appreciate twain s genius
for capitalizing upon the humor found in juxtaposing the profane and the sublime and the reader must also appreciate
on close reading that if twain generally failed in his heavyhanded humorous treatment of the book of mormon he succeeded admirably in his hilarious reporting on the mormon
people and their peculiar institutions
in treating these institutions mark twain is clearly more
compare
2compare twain s assessment of the book of mormon with thomas carlyle s dictum on the koran it ethe koran
korani iss as toilsome reading as 1I ever
undertook a wearisome confused jumble crude incondite
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comfortable he tells for example of taking supper with a
destroying angel one of that band of saints who are set
apart by the church to conduct permanent disappearances of
be has
RI 91.
obnoxious citizens
gi although as he tells us he
91
his shudder ready he was instead appalled at what he found
alas for all our romances he the destroying angel
was nothing but a loud profane offensive old blackguard
he was murderous enough possibly to fill the bill of a
destroyer but would you have any kind of an angel devoid
of dignity could you abide an angel in an unclean shirt
and no suspenders could you respect an angel with a horselaugh and a swagger like a buccaneer RI 91
912.
9122

but

here twain

more at home he is up to his old tricks again
this time making light of an apparently mythical institution
which had nonetheless evoked chills in the backbones of readers
of nineteenth century anti mormon fiction
A similar kind of exaggeration is used by twain to point
up the clean and healthy aspects of mormondom a fact which
some would be reformers sometimes chose to ignore he insists that his acquaintances in salt lake city declared that
there was only one physician in the place and he was arrested
every week regularly and held to answer under the vagrant act
96.
for having no visible means of support
96 but this
RI gg
and most of the stories which twain treats in roughing it must
tunny
to
be considered as fiction twain was as ever out totell
tell
teil
teli a funny
botell
story not relate history for by the time he wrote the narrative
his stagecoach ride across the plains was a dim memory
indeed years later when he came to write of his overland
trip he wrote to his older brother orion with whom he had
traveled from missouri to nevada do you remember any of
the scenes names incidents or adventures of the coach trip
for 1I remember next to nothing about the matter jot down a
25
we can probably assume
foolscap page of items for me 23
then
men that his study of the book of mormon and his examuen
ination of mormon institutions emerged not from some basic
his articles on christian science but
irritation or anger as did hisarticles
from the need to fill his funny book about a tenderfoot out
west with the kind of rollicking humor which his readers had
come to expect the implications of such a motivation are impor tant
portant
is

introduction to RI p xiii by henry nash smith
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the visit of twain

to brigham young as well as the hilarious stories which he recounts about brigham s marital difficulties have become even more hilarious with the passage of
time ranging from the breastpin which brigham purchased for
his darling no 6 excuse my calling her thus as her other
RI 105
name has escaped me for the moment
103 to brigham s
mighty power over his subjects to the problem of keeping such
a household in teething rings papa s watches and bedsteads
which brigham finally solves by building a bedstead seven feet
long and ninety six feet wide these anecdotes about mormon
folkways
folk
ways are enduring classic examples of twain s genius for
exaggeration and the tall tale and remain among the choicest
cormons
gems of literature about the mormons
Mor mons
yet perhaps none of these accounts reveals twain so clearly
as his comment on polygamy mocking this time the thousand
would be reformers of mormon institutions as well as the
saints twain regrets that his stay among the saints was so
short that we had no time to make the customary inquisition
into the works of polygamy and get up the usual statistics and
deductions preparatory to calling the attention of the nation at
large once more to the matter twain insists in jest that he
had the will to do it with the gushing self sufficiency of
youth 1I was feverish to plunge in headlong and achieve a
great reform here until 1I saw the mormon women then 1I
was touched my heart was wiser than my head it warmed
toward these poor ungainly and pathetically homely
creatures and as 1I turned to hide the generous moisture in
my eyes 1I said no the man that marries one of them has
done an act of christian charity which entitles him to the
kindly applause of mankind not their harsh censure and
the man that marries sixty of them has done a deed of
open handed generosity so sublime that the nations should
openhanded
stand uncovered in his presence and worship in silence
101.
RI iol
101
lol

this kind of

witty twist in which mark twain not only
tweaks the noses of the myriad critics of mormondom but provides a complete turnabout of the standard recommendation
by such reformers by suggesting instead an awful reverence
for the
dle polygamist is typical as we have seen of his irreverent
die
treatment of religious themes and holy scriptures in general
thus twain crashes scrapes and blasts his way across the
toes of many serious minded americans and others but few
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are offended for the familiarly blatant tall tale exaggerations
ions strike home not to indistortions and shocking juxtapositions
juxtaposit
flict lasting pain but enduring humor on reading mark
twain s gentle blasphemies whether concerning the almighty
or his foible prone creations everybody including the victim
has a good time

conclusion
in the sunset of his life if such a tranquil image can be
rightfully applied to mark twain an admiring lady said to
him oh mr clemens
clem ens how god must love you after she
had left the room twain remarked to his friends she evidently
chasn t heard of our strained relations 2 the strain was not
hasn
wholly from twain s side however for the almighty that
inspirer of holy writ may well have looked askance upon
this bristling earthling who during a long career had audaciously taken it upon himself to criticize several of the almighty s own writing endeavors as well as those of thepro
shepro
aphetic scribes who had served him so well so though most
phetic
readers on reading twain s treatment of the scripture and
customs of god s people early and late learn to chuckle tolerantly at twain s amazing sense of humor most of the same
readers come to hope for twain s sake and their own that
the almighty has a sense of humor proportionate to his
greatness
quoted in pellowe p
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